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Rising anti-Asian prejudice and violence

(19 Mar-29 Apr 2020)

Ethnicity: 42% of 

incidents reported by 

Chinese Americans



Long history of blaming 

disease on Asian people

● Language: “Yellow peril” (late 1800s) 

and “Oriental cholera” (1832)

● Policies: Barricading, burning 

Chinatown during plague (1899)

● Behavior: 90% drop in Chinatown 

revenue during SARS pandemic (2003)

Scapegoating and “Chinese virus” terminology

(1968)



March 2020



Virus label: Number of media articles over time



Virus label: Number & valence of tweets over time

(Pei & Mehta, 2020)(Hswen et al., 2021)

#ChineseVirus spiked after Trump’s tweet... ...expressing mostly negative sentiment 

Trump 

“Chinese 

virus” 

tweet



Organizations warn against stigmatizing language



Common Thread Across

WHO, CDC, APA:

Do not include geographic locations! 

Cities, countries, regions, continents



Words matter: Relevant findings and theory

Emphasis / label / figurative framing shapes attitudes toward:

● “assistance to the poor” vs. “welfare” (Huber & Paris, 2013; Rasinski, 1989)

● “gay marriage” vs. “same-sex marriage” (Husser & Fernandez, 2016)

● “assisted dying” vs. “euthanasia” (Magelssen et al., 2016)

● “Affordable Care Act” vs. “Obamacare” (Holl et al., 2018; Newport, 2013)

● “noncitizens” vs. “illegal aliens” (Rucker et al., 2019)

Repetition of concepts and label frames increases:

● Concept accessibility (Higgins & King, 1981)

● Impact on political opinions (Lecheler et al., 2015)



Prediction: Virus labels impact bias and stigma

Pre-registered effects of “Chinese virus” (vs. COVID-19) label

● Xenophobia among non-Chinese Americans & conservatives:

○ Increased hostility

○ Blaming Chinese people for the pandemic

○ Avoiding Chinese-owned businesses and restaurants 

○ Harshly punishing non-compliance with health measures

○ Supporting anti-China policies

● Stigma and self-monitoring among Chinese Americans:

○ Self-monitoring in public

○ Distancing (from other Chinese people)



MTurk: April 7-10, 2020

1009 U.S. adults*

● 47% female, 53% male

● Median age = 35

● 40% Liberal / Democrat, 

36% Independent, 

24% Conservative / Republican

*238 exclusions (pre-registered)

Participant demographics

96%



“American government officials report that the novel [COVID-

19/Chinese] virus originated in December 2019 in Wuhan, a large 

metropolitan city in China [...]”

“How can we tell where outbreaks of the [COVID-19/Chinese] 

virus might occur next? Monitor your local news for updates [...]”

“What can I do right now? “Sheltering in place” is the best way 

you can help slow the geographic spread of the [COVID-

19/Chinese] virus [...]” 

News Article: Virus Label Manipulation



All participants watched this immersive video



Right now, as you think about this [COVID-19/Chinese] virus, to what extent do 

you feel {e.g., ashamed / hostile / disgusted }? 

During this [COVID-19/Chinese] virus pandemic how {likely/willing} are you to:

● e.g., eat food from Chinese restaurants; feel strangers are monitoring you for symptoms; 

endure social isolation to save American lives

During this [COVID-19/Chinese] virus pandemic, do you favor [...]: 

● e.g., arresting infected individuals who refuse to self-quarantine

[Which groups] are responsible for the state of this [COVID-19/Chinese] virus 

pandemic in the United States? 

● e.g., American individuals, Chinese individuals living in China

Measures: Virus label manipulation



“COVID-19”                                 “Chinese virus” 

Results: Virus label effects

“COVID-19”                                 “Chinese virus” 



Results: Virus label summary

Measure
Non-Chinese 
Americans

Chinese 
Americans

Chinese 
conservatives Conservatives Liberals

Anti-China policy support ✓ X X ✓ ✓

Blame Chinese > US residents ✓ X p = .09 ✓ X

Avoid Chinese > US businesses ✓ X X ✓ X

Punish non-compliance X X X ✓ X

Prioritize healthcare workers ✓ X p = .10 ✓ X

Hostility ✓ X ✓ ✓ X

Shame X p = .10 ✓ p = .08 X

Self-monitoring X X ✓ X X

Distancing X X ✓ X X



Virus label → hostility → xenophobic outcomes

Indirect effects for each 

xenophobic outcome

Non-Chinese 

conservatives

Non-Chinese 

liberals

Chinese 

conservatives

Chinese 

liberals

Anti-China policy support 0.05* -0.01 0.18* -0.14*

Punish non-compliance 0.04* -0.003 0.13* -0.06*

Prioritize healthcare workers 0.04* -0.01 0.14* -0.13*
*95% CI 

excludes 0

Virus label Hostility
Xenophobic 
outcomes



Virus label → shame → stigma-related outcomes

Indirect effects for each 

stigma-related outcome

Non-Chinese 

conservatives

Non-Chinese 

liberals

Chinese 

conservatives

Chinese 

liberals

Self-monitoring 0.02 -0.01 0.29* -0.06 

Distancing 0.02 -0.01 0.31* -0.06 

*95% CI 

excludes 0

Virus label Shame
Stigma-
related 

outcomes



“Chinese virus” (vs. COVID-19) label linked to...

Xenophobia among non-

Chinese Americans & 

conservatives

● Blaming Chinese people, 

avoiding Chinese stores, 

supporting anti-China policy

● Effects mediated by 

heightened hostility

Stigma / self-monitoring 

among Chinese American 

conservatives

● Self-monitoring in public, 

distancing from other 

Chinese people

● Effects mediated by 

heightened shame



Virus Labels Matter!
Consequences for bias and stigma
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